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Introduction
I am making this submission as an Australian currently working overseas in an academic position. While I have a clear personal interest in many of the issues raised by the inquiry – which I hope will inform this submission – I also take a professional interest in the importance of the development of the Australia diaspora and the manner in which such development will influence the evolution of an Australian identity and the welfare of Australia in the future.

The benefits to be gained from the Australian Diaspora – by what process?
The benefits of tapping into the experience and networks of overseas Australians seem apparent. The Report by Hugo, Rudd and Harris
 demonstrates the various ways in which expatriates can contribute to the economic, cultural and social development of their home nation. Australians clearly leave Australia for complex reasons and for varying lengths of time – some forever. But in an increasingly globalised world, it is clear that global connections available through a nation’s diaspora must be seen as a resource for a nation on a number of levels. In my view, the issues are not whether the diaspora should be connected more effectively to the nation, but how this should be done.
Thus Hugo, Rudd and Harris ask ‘to what extent the diaspora should be considered part of the nation and included in national activities?’
 This also links with issues of maintenance of national identity. Their research appears to indicate that many overseas Australians felt ‘forgotten’ and an overlooked part of the nation.
 Changes to citizenship laws and the ability to register as an overseas elector are pointed to as small examples which can cement national identity in that report.
 In addition that report discusses the registration of expatriates at diplomatic missions as the possible foundation of involving them in national activities. 
While the ability to vote in national elections is clearly an important part of belonging to a nation I do not consider that the benefits to be gained from having a diaspora can in any way be obtained through their simple participation in the voting system. Registration as an overseas elector means that one is enrolled in the electorate where one most recently lived, so the idea that the diaspora has a ‘voice’ is soon diluted by the minor influence they would have in particular electorates. I am aware that there have been suggestions in the past that expatriates should have ‘reserved’ seats in Parliament, but in my view this could lead to resentment on the part of the broader electorate that non-residents could perhaps have great influence on the outcome of an election (especially in a close result). This might only lead to the marginalisation of the views of expatriates when the aim is to bring them into the mainstream.
But more importantly, to reduce the manner in which expatriates participate in Australian society to a simple concern with electoral laws is, in my view, to miss the many levels at which overseas Australians can benefit the nation. For the most part the ability to vote should be seen as part of belonging to the nation and will clearly be important to those Australians living overseas who plan to return, or who for personal reasons, see voting as an important part of their continuing Australian identity. But many overseas Australians will not regard voting as either relevant or important to their lives but will still regard themselves as Australian. The important questions seem to be, therefore, not simply about electoral participation but across a range of areas. In particular, to the extent that the diaspora raises specific issues in its own right, it can be asked:
1. How do we ensure that overseas Australians concerns are properly represented within Australia?

2. Where overseas Australians are identified, by what process can we tap their resources for the possible benefit of the nation?
3. How do we ensure that the return of Australians from overseas is facilitated?

In my view it seems imperative that the Australian government makes a clear and unequivocal commitment to the importance of the diaspora as part of the nation. But this should not be at the level of simple statements of the need for ‘better co-ordination of policies’ in this regard or ‘statements of objectives’. In my view what is needed is an office that can address itself to the various issues raised by the diaspora in a holistic, strategic and ongoing manner. Therefore I would recommend:

that an Office for Overseas Australians be established.

This Office would conduct research about the disapora, act as a reference point for overseas Australians seeking information about returning to Australia, recommend changes to Australian laws which may inhibit the benefits to be gained from the disapora, facilitate networks of overseas Australians and generally promote the benefits of the diaspora both within Australia and overseas.
One reason that such an office is needed is because without someone specifically charged with the responsibility to continue to pursue the issues raised by this inquiry there is a strong likelihood that any objectives will fall to a diverse set of bureaucracies to pursue along with other (more pressing) commitments. In other words, and Office for Overseas Australians would ensure that a change in culture with respect to the promotion of the diaspora will occur through it having that objective as its sole focus. It can then act to keep those issues to the forefront in the work of other relevant agencies.
Another reason for such an Office is that many of the issues which inhibit the promotion of the importance of the diaspora, the facilitation of the return of overseas Australians or the tapping into their expertise operate at levels which on first sight seem almost trivial and so are often just not addressed. For example, it has been said that overseas Australians in academic positions might be encouraged to return to Australia for their sabbaticals. This might be for a period of 6 months to a year at a time. Yet, in some States of Australia there is a requirement to obtain a local driving licence if you plan to remain in the State for more than three months (in other states it may be six months) – a period no doubt in some way linked to the length of most tourist visas. Health benefits also become problematic for those planning to visit for extended periods. In these cases we are of course talking about Australian citizens who are non-resident visitors. If their participation in Australia is to be seriously encouraged, such simple matters as the ability to drive or to access health care on the same basis as other citizens while recognising their status as overseas Australians must be considered. It is to the Office for Overseas Australians that one might look to point out such matters which need to be addressed and to recommend solutions.

Of course, I am not suggesting that the Office for Overseas Australians would only be concerned with matters such as these. But it is only through such an Office acting as a clearing house for the concerns of individuals who make up the diaspora that one will be able to build up a more complete picture of the type of practices which act as unnecessary barriers to the greater involvement of the Australian diaspora in the nation’s activities.

Such an Office could also act as a resource for those who wish to access, as overseas Australians, information about Australia when they are called upon to discuss Australia in their workplace, social club or school, for example. While there may be various linkage organisations for business people wishing to forge ties between Australia and overseas businesses, a benefit of an Office for Overseas Australians would be that it opens up the possibility of cultural connections being made by groups outside areas such as business and trade. Not all Australians overseas are in business, nor are they all resource rich. But many such overseas Australians do play a significant part in the promotion of Australia in informal levels of cultural practice, such as those mentioned above. The creation of an Office of Overseas Australians is a significant opportunity to expand the range of overseas Australians who play a part in creating the social and cultural climate within which social and economic ties between Australia and the rest of the world can flourish.
Forgotten or between?

Hugo, Rudd and Harris mentioned that many expatriates regard themselves as the ‘forgotten’. Perhaps, particularly for those who one day intend to return, the feeling is more one of being ‘between’ two countries and so in many ways ‘left out.’ For example, in areas such as taxation law one is either ‘resident’ or ‘non-resident.’ But what about a person who is expecting to return? Many of those who leave Australia no doubt pass through a transition stage of planning to return sooner, rather than later. If Australia wishes them to possibly return with their acquired expertise and overseas networks, then why cut them off from the nation in various ways so soon? Is there a justification for exploring some ‘transitional resident’ statuses for various purposes? Do some laws break the connection between the individual and the nation too quickly and actually operate to facilitate the non-return of the individual rather than facilitate their return one day? Are we losing Australians instead of retaining them as part of the extended nation?
It is to these matters that an Office for Overseas Australians would also address itself. It would have a specific role of monitoring the effect of laws on the treatment of overseas Australians and to assess their consistency with the national interest. No doubt taxation law would be an important part of such a brief, but by no means would it be the only area.

Conclusion
I have focussed simply on some matters of process in relation to the concerns of this inquiry. In particular I have suggested that there is a need for an Office of Overseas Australians which would co-ordinate national objectives with respect to the Australian diaspora. My main concern is that any recommendations that the Committee makes do not disappear, but carry with them the creation of a champion that will keep them alive.

I am deeply heartened by the fact that this Committee has inquired into this area and provided an opportunity for those of us that form the diaspora to become involved in its deliberations. I wish you well.
Dr Brian Simpson

Keele
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�  In this regard it is worthy of note that Australian immigration arrival cards do not have a category for ‘visiting citizens.’ Australian citizens returning to visit family, for example, are categorised in effect as tourists. A simple matter it seems, but another example of how an overseas Australian is made to feel marginal.
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